THE CULTURE OF AESTHETIC DISCOURSE (CAD): ORIGINS,
CONTRADICTIONS. AND IMPLICATIONS

constitutes artistic creation and response.

Karen A. Hamblen

The purpose of this paper is to examine the value system art educa-

California State University

tors may be inculcating through the introduction of art criticism.

The

thesis will be developed that art criticism originated in response to the
Art has long been accepted as comprising a visual l anguage that comcharacteristics o f modern fine art.

Modern fine art. in turn, is embedded

munica tes cultural values and qualitative mean ings through its subject
within the value system of Wes tern modernity in which there is a reliance
matter, functions , and sty listic characteristics.

However. not until this
on expert knowledge and a positive value is given to the acquisition of

century has visual art also been considered as a l anguage system of signs
abstract language skills.
and symbols amenab le to systematic verbal analysis and evaluation .

It will be proposed that art critical knowledge

Conand arlalyt1cal skills are, in Western societies, a form of cultural capi -

sistent with this development. in r ecent years art educators have increastal.

ingly proposed that art instruction include various art criticism activities (Johansen. 1982).

of Aesthetic Discourse (CAD) wherein class status is measured by analyti-

This author personally considers an interest in

cal, verbal abilities, and art is considered inaccessible to those without

art criticism to be a positive development for the field of art e ucation

such skills.

inasmuch as it offers a much - needed counterbalance to the now-predominant
emphas is on studio production.

value orientations toward self-referent, abstract knowledge; ~ith a class
structure based on the possession of analytical, verbal skills; and with

art instruction will need to have a strong verbal component that will ren-

cultural capieal that consists of specialized knowledge applied to c r i ti-

der it fairly compa tibl e with the goals and instructional methodologies of

cal discourse.

Art criticism meets this requirement in that it depends

A HISTORICAL PERSPECTIVE ON ART CRITICISM

on a specialized language code requiring formal instruction.

The source and even the need for art criticism can be traced to the

However. behind this author's optimism is the realization that this

inception of modern fine art during the early part of this century.

new focus on art criticism may prove to be a mixed educational blessing.

Hodern fine art. often nonobjective or displaying varying degrees of

Stepping into the mainstream of education cannot be done without incurring
certain dangers and possible trade -offs .
i.s.---not . a value-neutral activity .

/'

Assuming the role of art critic

Formal talk about ar t among experts is

s truc t ur ed according to prescribed rules; it is based on a particular type
of art historical knowledge and on specific assumptions as to what
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In other words, in this paper, art criticism is not dis -

cussed as an activity, but r a ther as a social institution with positive

Moreover, if art education is to be in the

educational mainstream and to have an equal share of the budgetary pie,

general education .

By participating in art criticism, one becomes part of the Culture

abstraction, was created, in part, as a reaction against the excesses of

•..

Victorian art.

The official art of the Academies often depicted obscure

classical myths or historical events that required lengthy titles and
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verbose explanations in exhibition brochures (Rookmaaker, 1970, pp . .18-59).

not altogether facetiously, prophesized that soon paintings would be the

It appeared to some artists that an art style without an overt subject

size of postage stamps and would require an accompanying display expla-

matter requiring special background knowledge could appeal to and be

nation the size of a normal painting.

understood by all segments of the population.

tic styles consisted of a series of visual philosophical treatises on the

A so-called strictly visual

By the mid-twentieth century. artis-

art would allow for a free play of cognitive powers and be amenable to the

nature of art, wherein a meta-dialogue among the formal qualities of art

universal structuring principles of the mind--or so the reasoning went

was carried out on the surface of the canvas.

(Jaffe, 1965, pp. 137-139; Kandinsky, 1912/1947; Segy, 1967, pp. 421-428).

ate puns, and optical games were developed through a plethora of rapidly

Ironically, the democratic ideal of an art which would not require Or call

changing styles which served to problematize the philosophical parameters

forth associations contained the seeds of its own circumvention.

As art

of visual meaning.

Visual ambiguities, elabor-

"This is another way of saying that art has. become

became more separated from specific contexts and associations, it became

part of 'language':

more an object of study rather than an object of experience--and the more

ficulty in detaching the work from meanings of a literary and theoretical

it required verbal explanations to be understood.

order" (Rosenberg, 1966. p. _198).

The twentieth century dependence on art criticism for artistic
understanding is perhaps too easily attributed to abstraction alone.
Modern fine art lost not only the mimetic image but also, more fundamentally, it lost symbolic associations.

Art ostensibly no longer pointed

it is a writing of sorts; and there is a growing dif-

Ironically, academic literary qualities

in nineteenth century art and theoretical self-reference in twentieth century art have met full circle in their dependence on "the word."
There is also another irony which most succinctly told the general
public that art had become the province of the art specialist:

the art

beyond itself to life experiences nor was it part of social functions and

critical explanations themselves were often not easily understood.

daily usage.

obfuscation of meaning in modern fine art, both in its visual presentation

Rather, art was to be about itself; art was created for

The

art's sake in order to explore its material qualities, and it was within

and in subsequent written analyses, needs to be understood as symptomatic

those qualities that meaning resided.

of Western value orientations (Hamblen, 1983).

It was this artistic self-reference

In the official institu-

that the art critic attempted to examine, explain, and evaluate for an

tions of modern society and of modern fine art one find positive value

often bewildered, if not hostile, public (Hamblen, 1983).

orientations toward self-reference, theorization, artificial language

Over the decades since the inception of modern abstract art, the

codes, reflexive discourse, and abstract knowledge modalities, which, in

bewilderment has, if anything, increased for much of the population, and

total, are supportive of a reliance on expert knowledge.

the need for explanations and evaluations has escalated even among those

of modern fine art and art criticism represents essentially a closed shop

within the art world.

In an essay titled "The Painted Word," Wolfe (1975),
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comprised of museum curators,

acade~ics,
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The institution

artists, buyers, historians, and

critics.

These specialists have the art knowledge and language skills to
a specific arena of social interaction.

Participation

~ithin

the CAD

participate in what this author terms the Culture of Aesthetic Discourse
alloYS one entry into the world of codern art and to

(CAD) .

exerc~se

a certain

Within the larger scope of modern society, they are members of
amount of

pow~r

and control within that area.

Incomes may accrue or the

the New Class (Calbraith, 1965), i.e . , intellectuals who are engaged in
rewards may be increased social status and personal satisfac:ion.
a me t a-knowledge discourse carried out within the parameters of selfreferent, discipline-specific language codes.

t owa rd a rt. i.e •• the continual need to examine and discuss. to analyze
and evaluate, has its roots in Western modernity and indicates membership

The

appr~ciation

of art has become heavily dependent on learned perceptual conventions acd
specialized

~.owledge

about art.

Moreover, in many instances, it yould

appear that these dependencies have ac:ually been cultivated.

in the New Class.

Bell

(~974)

.suggests that incomprehensibility has become "a prime social asset in a

CULTURAL CAPITAL IN THE NEH' CLASS

While the Old Class of the nineteenth century depended on the accumulation of t angible goods for their capital, the New Class possesses educational c reden tial s and abstract knowledge skills (Barzun, 1959 , pp. 730).

Entry into the CAD, however, does not come easily.

The analytical s tance

Gou ldner (1979) has described the New Class as the Culture of Cri ti-

work of art" (p. 42).

A class struc:ure has been created in the art Yorld,

yith entry and i?artici?ation dependent on aesthetic capital.
the~

"Capital

is inherently an advantage; those having it are secured gratifications

denied

those lacking it ll (Gouldner, p . 25).

: 0

Much art cri!ic!sm has been formalis tic. dealing with such

cal Discourse (CCD) wherein members as diverse as ci t y planners, teachers,

~tte=s

journalists. sociologists, film reviewers. and socia l workers have in

as

~het~er

paint is on

common the possession of discipline-specific skills applied in reflexive

or

whe~her

the edge of a painting is the existential limits of a defined

discourse.

process and so on.

Transmitted through education and socialization. discipline-

t~e

canvas or a separate entity from the surface,

Such concerns are, to say the least, esoteric and

specific verbal skills are a commodity, the possession of which, accord-

specific to art itself.

ing to Gouldner, provides access to incomes.

very building blocks of the physical world and are contL,uously perceived,

The Culture of Aesthetic Discourse (CAD) discussed in this paper can
be considered as a specific language community within the CCD.

Unlike

Although the abstract elements of design are the

man1?ulated, and experienced in nonart contexts, art criticism tends to
delegitimate such life experience associations.
fo~s

Art criticism as a speech

community

access t o power and to the control that power gives rather t han incomes,

its structural cues from symbolic logic, l inguistics, philosophy, and

per se.

physics (Re ichardt, 1974, p . 43).

In other words, certain types of knowledge, skills, and developed

abilities are a form of capital in that they allow one t o gain access to
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note how

its own self-referent legitimation in a

gr~Ar

Gouldner, this author, however. suggests that art critical skills provide

artisti~

that takes
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